SERMON 


GRAYs INN CHAPE I. 


O N 
FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 6, 1756. 


Being the Day appointed by AUTHORETY for a 
PUBLIC FAST. 


By HENRY STEBBING, M. A. 


Preacher to the Honourable Society of Gray's Inn. 


Publiſhed at the REQUEST of the BENCH. 


— — 


The SECOND EDITION. 


— 


— — 


— 


| L 0 N 
Printed for Lock ER Davis and CHARLES REYMERs, 
againſt Gray's Inn Gate, Holborn ; and at Lord Bacon's 
Head in Fleet-fircet, MDCCLVI. [Price 6 d.] 


Ne 29 


To the WORSHIPFUL the 


MASTERS of the BENCH 


OF THE 


Honourable SocikE rv of Gray's Inn, 


| THIS 
DISCOURSE, 
Publiſhed at Their Requeſt, 


Is moſt Humbly INSCRIBED, 
'B Y 


Their moſt Obearent 


Humble Servant, - 


HENRY STEBBING.. 


Jo NAH iii. . 


Who can tell if God will turn and re- 
pent, and turn away from his fierce 
Anger, that we periſh not. 


| PHE Hiſtory, to which this Text be- 
longs, acquaints us, that the City of 


{Vineveh being arrived at a great Heighth of 
Wickedneſs, God ſent the Prophet Jonab to 


warn the Inhabitants of their Condition, and 
to threaten them with Deſtruction. 

The Prophet aroſe, and went to Nineveh 
according to the Word of the Lord : And being 
entered into the City, he opened his Com- 
miſſion with this dreadful Declaration. —— Yez 
forty Days and Nineveh ſhall be overthrown. 

This Warning had an immediate good Effet 
on the Minevites: For thus it follows 


The People of Nineveh believed God, and 
proclaimed a Faſt, and put on Sackcloth from 


the greateſt of them even to the leaſt of them. 
B For 


—— — 
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For Word came unto the King of Nineveh, 
and he aroſe from his Throne, and he laid his 
Robe from him, and covered him with Sackcloth 
and ſat in Apes. 

And He cauſed it to be proclaimed and publiſhed 
through Nineveh (by the Decree of the King and 
his Wobles) ſaying ; let neither Man nor Beaſt, 
Herd nor Flock taſte any Thing ; let them not feed 
nor drink Water. 

But let Man and Beaſt be covered with Sack- 


cloth, and cry mightily unto God : Yea let them 
turn every one from his evil Way, and from the 


Violence that is in their Hands. 

Who can tell if God will turn and repent, and 
turn away from his fierce Anger, that we periſh 
not © 

As the Warning they had received wrought 
Repentance in the Minevites; ſo their Repen- 
tance procured Mercy and Forgiveneſs from 
God : For we are told in the next Verſe— 

God ſaw their Works, that they turned from 
their evil Way, and God repented of the Evil that 
He had ſaid He would do unto them and He did 


it not. 


| God 


— 
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on the FasT Day, February 6. 3 


OT 


God hath not ſent a Prophet among us to 
warn us of our Condition, and to threaten us 
with Deſtruction ; but He hath ſpoken to us in 
his own Voice: That Voice, which 7s nighty 
in Operation : Which breaketh the Cedars, and 
maketh the Mountains fkip : That Voice, by which 
He ſbaleth the Kingdoms; and at which the Earth 
mnelteth away. We have ſeen Him ffretching out 
His Arm over the Sea, and giving Commandment 
againſt the Merchant City: The crowning City, 
whoſe Merchants are Princes; whoſe Traffickers are 
the Honourable of the Earth. We have ſeen Him 
making it waſte, and turning it upfide down, and 

 ſeattering abroad the Inhabitants thereof : In the 
City is left Deſolation, the Gate is ſmitten with 
Deſtruction. The Earth hath reel'd to and fro 
like a Drunkard, and hath been moved like a 
Cottage. The World mourneth, the haughty People 
of the Earth do languiſb. Iſaiah xxiii, xxiv. 

Tris 1s THE Lord's DoinG ; and is no leſs 
marvellous in our Eyes, than it ought to be in- 
ſtructive to our Hearts. It ſhould call us to Re- 
pentance and Amendment of our Lives: And 

| - it, 
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if, after ſuch Warnings as we have had, we till 
remain impenitent and incorrigible. T, Men 
of Nineveh ſhall riſe in udgment with this Ge- 
neration and ſhall condemn it: Becauſe They re- 
pented at the Preaching of Jonah; and behold a 
greater than Jonah even God HiMsSELF 
hath ſpoken unto us. 

His ſpeaking, I hope, has taken Effect. The 
King has ariſen from his Throne, and proclaimed 
a Faſt, He has publickly and ſolemnly told his 


People, that, © Whereas the manifold Sins 
© and Wickedneſs of theſe Kingdoms have 9/7 
© juſtly deſerved heavy and ſevere Puniſhments 
from the Hand of Heaven ; and the Almighty 
out of His great Mercy hath preſerved us 
from imminent Deſtruction at this Time, when 
ſome neighbouring Countries —— have been 
vifited with a moſt dreadful and extenſive 
Earthquake; which hath alſo, in ſome Degree, 
been felt in ſeveral Parts of our Dominions ; 
We, from the deepeſt Senſe of this our State, 
and of the Miſeries which our People would 
ſuffer, if a /ike Viſitation ſhould be ſbewed forth 
upon theſe Kingdoms, and placing our whole 

« Truſt” 


A 


A A a . A * A * * A 


l | 6 the Parr Bare February 8. 5 


© Truſt and Confidence in the Mercy of Al- 
© mighty God, haye reſolved, that a general and 
public Faſt be obſerved ; that both we and our 
People may humble ourſekves before Almighty 
God, and in a moſt devout and ſolemn Manner 
ſend up our Prayers and Supplications to the 
Divine Majeſty, to avert all thoſe Judgments, 
which we moſt juſtly have deſerved, and to conti- 


nue his Mercies among us.—And we do ſtrictly 
charge and command, that the ſaid public Faſt 


be 'religiouſly obſerved by all our loving Sub- 
© jects, as they tender the Favour of Almighty 
+ God, and upon Pain of ſuffering ſuch Puniſh- 
ment, as we may juſtly inflict upon all ſuch as 
* ſhall contemn or neglect the Performance of 
© fo religious and neceſſary a Duty. 
Whatever Thoughts ſome may entertain on 
this Occaſion, we ſee the following religious Prin- 
ciples recommended to us by Public Authority. 
That the Wickedneſs of Kingdoms may deſerve to 
be puniſhed by the Hand of Heaven —— that the 
dreadful Calamity we have lately been alarmed 
with 3s a VISITATION ——And, that he People 
77 tbis Land have juſt Reqſom to fear the like Vi- 
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frtuation—And that therefore we ought to humble 
ourſelves before Almighty. God, and devoutly beg 
of Him to AVERT THOSE JUDGMBNTS WHICH WR 
' MOST JUSTLY DESERVE. 

Nor are theſe religious Principles to be found 
in. the King's Proclamation alone: The devout 
{Appearance of this Day ſhews, that they are 
written in your Hearts. 

I ſhall therefore preſume, from the Authority 
with which 1 now ſet before us, as well 
as from the religious Senſe of thoſe before whom 
I am ſpeaking, to take them as granted. I know 
tis a faſhionable Demand to call for Proofs of 
them: And I know tao, that tis a faſhionable 
Practice to treat with Contempt the maſt ſober 
Proofs that can be brought to their Support. We 
have too many among us, Who laugh at fuch 
Principles, as Whims ariſing from a Want of 
Spirit, and from an Abundance of Superſtition, 
It is no Surprize that we meet with Such: The 
Apoſtle has long fiance forewarn'd us, that here 
Hall come in the lt Days Scoffers, walking after 
their c. Liſts. But, E 
ah whom ile, and ork dee, 

again 
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aga in whom make they a wide Mouth and draw 
out the Tongue ? So long as we have the Scrip- 
tures before us, theſe Men laugh not at us ; or at 
that Public Authority on which theſe Principles 
are now recommended to us; but at the Mor niGu 
Gon,” on whoſe Authority and Word they are 
exprelsly. ſupported. And let them look well to 
the Conſequence of fuch Laughter. 

But as I truſt I am not ſpeaking to any 8 
I ſhall ſay no more about them; but proceed 
to what naturally ariſes from the Paſſage in my 
Text; and which is ſuitable to be ſet before thoſe 
who have now proſtrated themſelves in Repen- 
tance and Humiliation before God. 

There cannot be a ſtronger Encouragement 
for the Duty of Repentance than This; that God 
is always ready to accept it. We ſee how ready 
He was to accept it from the Ninevites. And 
indeed throughout the whole of God's 
Conduct with "Mankind, we ſee how ſollicitous] He 
is to ſet forth His Mercy in the ſtrongeſt Light. 
Nothing ſo frequently occurs; nothing is ſo for- 
cibly deſcribed, as His long Forbearance with 


LAOS 
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Readineſs to pardon them. Even the Examples 
of His Wrath and Power are never introduced, 
but they are attended with Marks of His Good- 
neſs. His Vengeance never appears, but as a 
Leſſon to lead us to His Mercy; nor falls as a 

Puniſhment upon any, but thoſe who neglect to 
ſeek it. As if God intended to make every other 
Attribute in His Nature ſubſervient to His Mer- 


cy : To diſplay That, as the great Light which 
ſhould conduct His Orcaturcs to His Boſom. 


This appears in every Page of that Hiſtory, 
which ſhews us God's Conduct with the Jets 
And if we look into the New Teſtament, where 
the Hiſtory of Chriſt and his Offers of Salvation 
are recorded, we find the grand Object of His 
Purpoſe, for which He left Heaven, and was 
converſant among us upon Earth; for which He 
taught, and for which He died; ; was, to open 
the Mercies of God to Mankind and to con- 
firm this ſhort but moſt uſeful Leſſon : g Rape 
and Be forgiven. e 

The Mercy of God is e true Fogdetios 
on which we muſt build our 'Repentance. 
A Reflection on our own Guilt may be _ 
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firſt Motive that prompts us to look after it ; but 
tis a Reflection on the. Succeſs we are like to 
meet with that encourages us to purſue it: The 
former Reflection will make us uneaſy; but, 
without the Aſſiſtance of the latter to give us 
Hope, the Compunction we feel will be miſap- 
plied, and, inſtead of leading us to Humiliation, 
may drive us to Deſpair. No religious Duty 
can ſtand, but upon the Principle of religious 
Hope; and the more ſenſible we are of our own 


Unworthineſs, if we have not at che ſame Time 
a Senſe of God's Mercy, the leſs likely are we 


to purſue thoſe Steps which ſhould lead us to 
what we want. But when with a Sorrow for 
our own Guilt, we feel a Hope in the Mercy of 
God, Repentance becomes as comfortable as it 
is a neceſſary Duty : And it is an Inſtance of 
God's great Care and Love of us, that He has 
not only made us ſuſceptible of the natural Un- 
eaſineſs attending Guilt, to awaken us to Re- 
pentance ; but has amply furniſhed: us with re- 
ligious Hope, to encourge us to purſue it. 
This is a general Reaſon and Encouragement 
5 med in all Caſes 3 whether we would 

. D avoid 
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avoid the Puniſhments belonging to the next 
Life; or whether we would avert ſuch Puniſh- 


ments as God may think fit to inflit upon us in 
This. 


God has declar'd, that where Man is repentant 
he will be merciful ; and the Mercy of God be- 
ing as extenſive as his Government; and His 
Government as extenſive as His Works; it is na- 
tural to think, that, as the Events of this Life 
manifeſtly belong to His Government, ſo they 
are Subjects to employ His Mercy; and conſe- 
quently, that our Repentance may deſerve the 
Mercy of God in His Diſpenſation of them; 
and be a Means of averting ſuch temporal Miſ- 
chiefs, as he might otherwiſe inflict upon us. 

When I ſpeak of Repentance, I muſt be un- 
derſtood as meaning the Repentance of the Heart. 
For it is doubtleſs the Repentance of the Heart 
which muſt recommend us to the Mercy of God. 
The outward Dreſs will no more ſatisfy, than it 
can deceive, His Search, who pierceth the Nein, 
and expects Contrition there, Where he finds Ini- 

quity. Not that the outward Expreſſion of Re- 
Nau hath no Value: So far as it is * 
ect 


ry 
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fe of a . — Sorrow, it is "__ as 
it is an outward Teſtimony of it, it is uſeful; 
and when, as ſuch, and for a mutual good Ex- 
ample, particular Methods of expreſſing it are 
ſuitably enjoin'd, it is a Duty: But the true Merit 
of this Duty will lie, not meerly in the Perfor- 
mance of it, but, in performing it upon its true 
Principle: For as the outward Duty is therefore 
enjoined, as a Teſtimony of the inward Duty, and 
State of the Heart, it is no farther valuable, than 


as it is a true Teſtimony, and really 1 
what it is underſtood to expreſs. 


The principal Object chen af our Care in the 
Work of Repentance is the State of the Heart: 
If That be rightly diſpoſed, a ſuitable outward 
Behaviour will follow of Courſe : If it is not, 
our outward Appearance, however fad or ſolemn 
it may be, is—worſe than Nothing—it is prac- 
'. ting Hypocriſy with Man, who cannot fee the 
Heart; and it is a daring Aﬀront to Gus, 1 

both ſees it and will judge it. 
Wee have at this Time a more than common 
Cal to a ſerious and true Repentance, from the 
W ing Which have lately ſurrounded and a- 
larmed. 


* 
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larmed us; and I hope many have, in Conſe- 
quence of them, applied themſelves to this Duty: 
I would farther hope, that our future Conduct 
may ſhew the good Fruits of ſuch Repentance; 
that our preſent Devotion ſtands on a ſtronger 
Principle than our Fears; and that we ſhall con- 
tinue our good Diſpoſitions, when the Terrors 
which occaſioned them are removed. 

We ſhould conſider, that God does not ſend 
His Warnings to frighten us, but for our Amend- 
ment : Nor is it enough that we feel ſuch Senti- 
ments as properly belong to ſuch Fears ; unleſs we 
take Care to keep and to cultivate them. If our 
preſent Behaviour becomes our preſent Situation, 
it is right; but it is not ſufficient, if it only proves 
the tranſitory Conſequence of our paſt Fears, and 
not the Beginning of a future Reformation. 

Leſt This ſhould be the Caſe: Leſt the good 
Reſolutions which One Alarm hath raiſed ſhould 
ſink, almoſt as ſoon as they are raiſed, Provi- 

dence ſeems to have ſet another in our View to 

ſucceed it; and beſides terrifying us with Earth- 
- quakes, threatens us with War. When the Arm 
of God thus holds forth two ſuch Rods of Chaſ- 


tiſement 


— 
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tiſement over us at once, as War and Earth- 
quakes, Either of which alone is ſufficient to break 
a Nation in Pieces, it looks as if our Diſobedience 
was high and flagrant in the Sight of God, and that 
either Reformation or Puniſnment muſt follow. 
Wars are in a great Degree under the Conduct 
and Direction of Men, which Earthquakes are 
not; but they are not for that Reaſon leſs under 
the Conduct and Direction of God; who holds 
the Hearts of Men, as well as the Elements, in 
his Hand, and makes them Both ſubſervient to 
His Purpoſes. They are Both Inſtruments in the 


Hand of God, which he can uſe for the Cor- 


rection of Mankind; and therefore are equally 
formidable. Vet the little Philoſopher, very in- 
conſiſtently, has different Apprehenſions of them. 
He is eaſy under the Apprehenſion of an Earth- 
quake; but is as liable as Other People to be 


alarmed with the Apprehenfion of War: He 
thinks he can gueſs at the Cauſe of the Former, 


and therefore makes Nothing of it : How then 
comes it about, that he is ſo much more afraid 
of the latter, the Cauſe of which he is ſo much 
better acquainted with? The Truth is; Men 
E may 


\. 
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may get the better of their Religion: And in 
Proportion as they do ſo, they will get the better 
of ſuch Fears as Religion ſets before them: But 
they cannot tie up each others Hands; and ſo 
are ſtill open to ſuch Fears as their mutual Abi- 
lity and Propenſity to Mischief ſet before each 
other. Hence it is, that many who ſcorn to be 
frightned by an Earthquake, may be terrified by 
a War, and ſhew, what is commonly ſeen, that 
though Men have conquered their Fear of God, 

they cannot lay aſide their Fear of one another. 
It may, perhaps, be thought a Reflection on 
our Britiſh: Courage to talk of Fears among us 
on this Occaſion ; and it is no new Thing to ſee 
Men getting above ſuch rational Fears, as ſhould 
dire& their Conduct and make them wiſer. But 
This is no Part of true Courage; and, inſtead 
ol being our Security, lays us more open to the 
Deſigns of a malicious and ſubtle Enemy. We 
may raiſe Fleets and Armies for our Defence; 
and we muſt do ſo; but however well the po- 
litical Wiſdom of Man may apply the proper 
Means for Succeſs, the vindictive Wiſdom of God 
_ defeat it, When a Nation is ripe for Pu- 
niſhment, 
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niſhment, any Inſtrument, however mean, in 
the Hand of God, may be ſufficient to bring it 
down; whilſt the ſtrongeſt Inſtruments, in the 
Hands of Men, are not ſufficient ro prevent it. 
But it uſually happens, that the ſame Behaviour 
in a People, which awakens the Wrath of Hea- 
ven, diſables them from ſtanding up againſt the 
Puniſhment it inflicts; by depriving them of 
their natural Means of Support under it, or by 
infatuating them in the Uſe of it: And who- 
ever ſeriouſly conſiders the preſent State and Diſ- 
poſition of this People; among whom PIRASURR 
and Luxugxy have long ſettled their numerous 
Progeny of Miſchiefs; which have eat up both 
private and public Wealth; and waſted the 
Strength, Wiſdom, and Integrity that ſhould 
ſupport us, by enervating the Bodies, diſſipating 
the Minds, and corrupting the Hearts of Men 
in all Stations and Degrees. —Whoever ſeriouſly 
conſiders This, will have little Reaſon. to ſay, 
we do not deſerve Puniſhment ; and as little, to 
be confident © of our Sufficiency, in repelling 
That, which we are at preſent threatened. with. 


When 
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When therefore we ſee God applying Himſelf 
to Every Method, both terrible and ſuitable, for 
awakening us to Repentance and Reformation, 
we ought to be as diligent in applying ourſelves 
to the Purpoſe for which they are ſet before us : 
Not with leſs Apprehenſion of His Mercy, but 
with greater, provided we ſincerely apply them; 
becauſe the ſtronger God's Calls are, the more 
ſtrongly he expreſſes His Deſire for our Safety. 

If then we would be heard in our Prayers for 
Succeſs under the Preparations we are making 
for a War, let us not omit the very material 
Preparation of our Hearts towards God. If we 
omit This, we ſhall go forth, at beſt, but poorly 
accoutred for the Battle. It is therefore piouſly 
and wiſely provided, that we are thus ſolemnly 
called to ſuch a Preparation : And it is well, 
that, notwithſtanding the general Licentiouſneſs 
and Indifference to Religion, which prevail a- 
mong us, ſo many ſhew themſelves in devout 
Humiliation ; and come forth to and before the 
Lord in the Gap, to turn away His wrathful In- 
dignation, left He ſhould deftroy us. © 


And 


' on the Fasr Dar, February 6. 17 


— 


And who can tell, but ſuch Interpoſition may 
be bleſſed with Succeſs ? Who can tell, if God 
will turn away from His fierce Anger, at the 
Interceſſion of the Righteous that may be found 
among us, and ſpare the Place for their Sales? 
Time has been, when God has ſhewed Himſelf 
willing to ſpare a wicked City for a leſs Number 
of righteous Perſons than, I truſt, may be found 
among Us. — God hath already ſhewed Himſelf 
gracious to us: In ſetting That before us as a 
Warning, which might have fallen upon us with 
Deſtruction : And we ought with all Thankful- 
neſs, as well as Penitence, of Heart to adore His 
loving Kindneſs, that He has thought fit to a- 
waken Us by the Deſtruction of Others, rather 
than revert His Diſpenſation, by making Our De- 
ſtruction a Leſſon to Them. — We cannot ſee a 
Reaſon why Liſbon ſhould be deſtroyed and Lon- 
don ſpared, fee ht than the contrary : But we 
can ſee God's Mercy and loving Kindneſs ſhewn 
towards us in this dreadful Event; and it may 
well encourage us to hope, with all true Humi- 
lity and Repentance, for the Continuance of it. [ 
God doth not forget to be gracious, whilſt * | 
F 0 | 
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do not forget to be grateful and obedient: Nor 
does He ſhut up His loving Kindneſs, but in Diſ 
pleaſure at Thoſe who deſpiſe it. 1 

This Conſideration calls Every One of us to 
our Knees: And gives good Men among us the 
Opportunity of ſtanding under the great Cha- 
racter of Deliverers of their Country ; when, for 
their Sakes, the Almighty withholds His Arm, 
which ſeems lifted up for breaking it to Pieces. 


— TI hope we have many ſuch among us; and 
that the ſolemn Devotion of This Day may en- 


creaſe the Number of them. For let us not 
miſtake the true Buſineſs of this Day's Devotion 
which is not to finiſh our Repentance, but to lay 
a Beginning for our Reformation. Repentance 
and Humiliation are proper Acknowledgments 
of God's Warnings ; but ſuch Warnings are ſet 
before us, not barely to be acknowledged, but to 
be applied ; and the true Application of them 
lies in a Reformation of Life; when, after ſin- 
cerely calling our Ways to Remembrance, we 
proceed with the ſame Sincerity to the Amend- 
ment of them, 'This is making a right Uſe of 


God's 
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God's Judgments; and a right Uſe of God's 
Judgments is a ſure Title to His Mercies. 

But ſhould we, on the other Hand, after a 
lifeleſs and formal Compliance with the outward 
Duty of This Day, immediately return to our 
former Courſes ; to our uſual Scenes of Folly and 
Extravagance— (thoſe Banes both of public and 
of private Virtue)—Return, did I fay? Have we 
at all laid them afide ? — If then we continue in 
them, and in the Conſequences which follow 
them, What will it be but multiplying our Pro- 
vocations againſt God, faſter than He multiplies 
His Judgments about us? And what can This 
end in at laſt but a ſure and heavy Deſtruction? 
God in His Fudgments thinketh upon Mercy : 
And ſo too, in His Mercies He thinketh upon 
Judgment; and as He forgetteth not to be gra- 
cious, ſo neither will He forget to. puniſh. His 
Arm is not ſhortned, that it cannot reach the 
Wicked in their longeſt Courſe: And when the 
Judgments of God do fall, they will ever fall 
the heavier for having been deſpis'd. 

As we have then ſuch Judgments before us at 
preſent, let us not only regard them, but ſtudy 


them ; 
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them; and not only ſtudy them, but grow better 
by them. To deſpiſe them is great Profanation : 
To continue impenitent and unimprov'd under 
them is great Obſtinacy and Ingratitude; and 
may at laſt pull down heavier Judgments on Our- 
ſelves, than what we have already ſeen inflicted 
upon Others. 

Archbiſhop Tillotſon very ſtrongly and finely 
expreſſes himſelf on this Sentiment at the Con- 
cluſion of one of his Sermons; and I will take 
the Liberty to uſe it for the Concluſion of * 
own. | 

To be impenitent under the Fudgments of Gad, 
which are fo manifeſtly defigned to reclaim and re- 
form us, is to poiſon ourſelves with That, which 
was intended for our Phyſic ; and, by a miracu- 
lous kind of Obſtinacy, To TURN THE A OF 
GOD ix rO SERPENTS. 


FINIS. 


